MUSIC IN KOOTIYATTAM 


L. S. Rajagopalan 


Kootiyattam is the staging of Sanskrit drama in Kerala, in a peculiar, 
unique and very ancient and traditional way. Though it is a neglected 
art, it has not died out entirely. Three or four Chakyar families have 
kept it alive and portions of dramas are staged even to this day with - 
little change from the method of presentation from the times of King 
Kulasekhara Varma. 


It may be made clear at the outset that in Kootiyattam no songs 
are sung nor are alapa of slokas rendered in the Karnatak or other styles. 


The musical aspects of Kootiyattam can be mainly divided into 
two sections. 


1. Music connected with the vachikabhinaya (i.e.) the recitation 
or chanting of stanzas or even prose passages. 

2. The back-ground music provided by the mizhav, eddakka, 
kuzhithalam, the kuzhal and the sankhu. 


Stylised speech 

Before the starting of the play the Nangyar, who keeps time with 
the kuzhithalam recites some vandana slokas, such as ‘“‘Sakala Surasura 
Gana Namitam”. This is now done in a sing-song manner suiting 
the metre of the slokas. Then the Nambyar recites the benedictory 
verse. There is little music in these two items as performed today. 
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During the course of the play the Chakyars have a peculiar way of 
chanting the verses. This is not ordinary recitation of the slokas in the 
typical Kerala styles nor is it singing of the slokas in any Karnatak or 
Hindustani ragas. It would be more or less appropriate to classify it 
with the chanting of the Vedas. The Chakyars call it “Swarathil 
Cholluka.” 


The notes used for the chanting of Rig or Yajur vedas are well 
known — anudatta, udatta, swaritha and prachaya. This calls for the 
use of three or four notes. The chanting of some vedas — Sama Gana 
as it is called — calls for the use of five or six notes, in the elongation of 
the notes lies its musicality. | 


The recitation of the slokas by Chakyars may be assigned a place 
mid-way between the chanting of Rig or Yajur veda and that of the 
Sama Gana. There is a definite mode of recitation. There are some 
twenty such modes or “quasi” ~ ragas, if I may so term them. They 
can be divided into three sections. 


Modes used by certain characters 
Modes used for expressing certain sentiments (rasas) 
Modes used for certain situations or some description of 
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nature, 


There are some verses giving the names of these modes and their uses. 


The authors of these verses are not known. 


A verse in Malayalam giving the names of ragas is given below: 


aor gar amt ae area 

aragep waa gee wat + 

gare frat ara ergy 

The following verses in Sanskrit give the rules for the usage of 
these ragas. Some verses seem to be incomplete: 


(9) drat araaretarraraat aera: 
frofrarareantfocat UT sag 
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I. 


2. 


(2) aera F Tram tafafas ua fe 
qe vafafeqert qe: 
(3) atrarafe cami aerart Ta 7 

aaqan Ue care, tae ered Fahad 


(4) metfrad cit fraaay Sort 
aated TA F WT: AaTAT Aa: 

(&) sSarereaee Sa UeTEaTaT frat 
St F Treat farctaer Wet 

() cerarateg EMT TAY Bgl Fever 


(8) pe tae sick sane 
arate went areas: Sa TT: 

(Qo) Saag Wh A HAT Aa: 
SMTA AAAHA FART 

(99) gefragartrat werafeered: 
aera: wredty af wd + Rea 

(92) FregRehpram: ware Hay eraraa: 
TARTAR THT AT 

(93) Sears aasteattat 
werent atest geeraahy fees 

(W¥) wearnindaat wearger a ait 
ate art a faga: seat atearet: 


‘We shall take the ragas one by one: 


Indala : Normally used by dheerodatta heroes some- 
times by madhyama patras — lesser or 
secondary heroes — like Lakshmana. This 
mode is also used by Arjuna in the 
presence of Draupadi 

Cheti Panchama : for madhyama characters, for kanchukis 
and chetis and for neecha patras. Children 
use this alone 


Io. 
II. 
12. 
I3. 

‘T4. 
IS. 
16; 


17.. 


18. 
IQ. 
20. 


SW AY 


. Antari 


Veladhuli 


Bhinna Panchama 
Srikamara 

Aartan 

Pourali 


Muddan 


Muralindala 
Kaisiki 

Tarkan 

Veera Tarkan 
Dukka Gangharam 
Danam 


. Ghattanthari 


Thondu 


Korakurunji 
Poranir 


Srikandhi 
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for kavi vakya — for telling of storics, 
narrating ‘ 

in perplexed condition. Indicates fear. 
Or when a message is shouted to somcone 
standing far away. 

in extreme joy (like sambhoga-sringara) 
in unexpected joy 

in. sringara 

in sringara moorchna (it is also used in 
vipralambha moorchana) 

sringara (especially sambhoga, sringara of 
Rakshasas or demons). 

Sti Rama’s normal sambhoga sringara 
hasya and bibhatsa 

in anger — roudra 

for veera rasa 

for dukha and shoka sorrowful mood 

for atbhuta and for bhaya in fear 

in news of the death of a Dushta, evil 
character 

in bhakthi and saantha rasa devotional or 
peaceful mood 

normal for monkeys 

description of the Rainy Season 

used at the end of an act. It is used 


also in the killing of bad characters, for 


bhakthi, for the description of sunset 


and noon. 


Another set of verses prescribing the ragas is quoted below: these 
verses are not familiar to the Chakyars I have contacted: . 


aad toe dfs petenfarte- 


Mara BATT ssa zat 
Trarca eager farat qerfrar: Sherer 
fertaea Tana Ura aes HAT: 
wafa 2.2... TAN TA Tat 
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ferred wet fret arafeat 

seprert freer art agiinars: 

' fees ve Fert wat WaT 

ware fare Aetat ast Ta 

srehtocfaraat F wat ae FT Rea 

ATW IHU: Tas VAs: 

aeag afrat wa art Wa Tales 

ga Fa Taran: sarefafaay, 

Ragas Thodi, Varadi, Panchamam, Veera Panchaman, | Andhali, 
Vimala, (is it a raga or an adjective qualifying another raga?) are found 
in these but Thondu and Aartan are not found. Aartan is very commonly 
used by Chakyars. Whether these two are identical with some of the 
ragas in the above verses is not known. Some names are slightly altered. 
Tanam for Danam, Thakka for Tharkan, Hindola for Indala etc. In the 
new ragas here, Panchama and Veera Panchama are prescribed for the 
recitation of some nirvahana slokas. 


To the uninitiated there would appear to be little difference 
between the different swaras used — especially so when only one 
character is on the stage. When however, two actors are on the stage 
— a master and servant — one can easily note that the way of chanting 
is different. 


Going through the names of these ragas, one is struck by the 
similarity of the names with those of the ragas found in Indian music. 
Some of the names are even identical. 


Bhinna Panchama is a Janya of Ganamoorthy in Karnatak music. 
Srikandhi is a Janya of Shadvindha-margini in Karnatak music. It is 
used in Kathakali music also. . 


While Chedi Panchama is not traceable among Karnatak ragas there 
are a number of “Panchama” ragas. It is significant that Chedi Panchama 
is prescribed for use of Chedis in Kootiyattam. While Pourali is 
not found in Karnatak music there is a Bhinna Pourali, (a Janya of 
Dhavalambari). 


A much more significant point to be noted is the similarity of 
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the names of these ragas with the names-of Tamil Panns. In ancient 
Tamil music, ragas were called Panns and Thirams. They are also 
classified as suitable for day time or night time etc. The names of 
these panns can be seen in the compositions of Thevaram songs. 


The following raga-names are identical in Kootiyattam and Tamil 
panns: Indalam. Indalam is also used in Kathakali music. Some names 
are found with only a slight alteration — which is only consistent with 
the normal change in other words from Tamil to Malayalam. 


Poranir 0: Poranirmai 
Incidentally, Poranir is also found in Kathakali songs. 
Kaisiki re Kousikam 
Srikamaram - Sikamaram 
Tarkan . Takkaragam 


Though Korakurunji is not found elsewhere, Kuranji is a common 
Karnatak and Tamil raga. There is a Tamil raga called Antheem Kuranji 
sung by the Korava community. 

Dukhagandharam This is found in Kathakali 
music. In Tamil panns, there 
is a Kantharam and Piyandai 
Kandaram. 


All these would go to show the close connection between Kooti- 
yattam and Tamil culture. As already. pointed out the slokas are only 
chanted and not sung and so the similarity is confined only to the names 
of the ragas at present. Whether, in the distant past the slokas used to 
be sung in the ragas and later whether they were reduced to mere chants, 
or whether the names of the chant were adopted for ragas developed 
after the development of Kootiyattam, are matters for speculation. 


The modes of chanting have come down from guru to sishya 
for the last ten centuries or so. Due to the passage of time and the 
neglect of the art some of them are as good as lost. The time is, there- 
fore, overdue to make proper recording of the various modes which are 
in vogue now. Later they could be analysed and a simple notation 
could be evolved for these chants to help the artists to remember the 


modes easily. 
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We shall now consider the instruments: 


Kuzhithalam or Cymbals : 

These are used by the Nangyar, for keeping the ‘ats Fhe Nangyar 
is also an actress and is expected to know all aspects of the chanting and 
dancing and abhinaya of Kootiyattam. . 


Sankhu or Conch 

This is considered an auspicious instrument, and a sign of royalty. 
It is sounded in the background when important presonalities appear 
on the stage (as in Kathakali, too). 


Edkka 

This is an hour-glass-shaped percussion instrument. The tension 
strings are manipulated by one hand and the drumming is done with 
a stick held in the other hand. Notes to cover nearly two octaves can 
be produced by the manipulation of the tension strings and there are 
experts, who can even play songs on the instrument. It is played in 
the sopanas of temples, and for lasya dances in Kathakali, and in Pancha 
vadya. While the instrument is a good accompaniment for Kooti- 
yattam, the volume produced. is so low that it gets drowned in the din 
of the other instruments. 


Kuzhal or Kurum Kuzhal 


This instrument is practically the same as the Shehnai of the north 
or the Mukha Veena of the South. This instrument is seen in the 
Chenda Mela of Kerala, where it is used as a tala instrument. It is usually 
the leading piper, who controls the Chenda Melam. Onecanhear melody . 
played on this instrument during the Kuzhalpattu played during the 
temple festivals. 


The correct function of the Kuzhal in the Kootiyattam orchestra 
is not clear. If it be for keeping the tala, as in the case of the Chenda 
Melam, it is not being used so now. If it be for producing a melodious 
refrain in the background, the question will arise — which ragas are to 
be played and when? As prevalent today the Kuzhal player — if he 
be one who is not good at Karantak music — often plays a series of 
notes which produce an unmusical or jarring effect. If the player is 
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good at Karnatak music he gocs on playing a series of ragas at his 

command. These mainly, have no relation to the sentiments or action 

' portrayed by the actors. Hence as it stands today, the function of 
Kuzhal is not clear. I for one, can never imagine that the originators 
of this wonderful art of Kootiyattam — who were so particular in the 

_use of different ragas for different shades of the same rasa—would ever 

have allowed the indisciplined freedom that the Kuzhal player now 
appropriates to himself. 


There is scope, rather an urgent need, for an immediate reform 
in the mode of playing the Kuzhal. Either, it can confine itself to 
playing the jatis of the tala that is used, or it should confine itself to 
playing a melody appropriate to the sentiments portrayed, or to the 
character who in a particular scene dominates the stage. 


Considering the position of the chanting of the verses and the 
present-day indiscipline of the Kuzhal I am inclined to believe that the 
verses may have been sung in appropriate ragas once. At one stage a 
reformer must have come forward and altered the system and changed 
the singing to a Vedic type of chant. That reformer — one, presumably 
with no ear for music — must have allowed the Kuzhal-wala to fend for 
himself. 


It may be noted in this connection, that about 1,000 A.D. a 
poet, Tholan, (it is believed) brought about some reforms in Kootiyattam. 
Allowing the Vidushaka to speak in Malayalam, and his recitation of 
prati slokas in Malayalam parodying the verses (in Sanskrit) of the hero, 
his expositions or purusharthas (Veshya Gamana, Veshya Vanchana, Ashana 
and Rajaseva) etc. are attributed to the changes brought about by Tholan. 
The verses attributed to Tholan do not encourage one to believe that 


he was much inclined musically. 


It may be mentioned here that in North Indian music the im- 
portance given in practice to sruti is stressed more than is the case with 
- Karnatak music. In Karnatak music the importance given to tala is 
a bit more than in the North. In Kerala, melodic music, especially 
in the temple arts has practically disappeared, but the tala vadyas are 
given prime importance. It is, therefore, not surprising that the wonder- 
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ful Shehnai of the North becomes an obscure Mukha Veena in the South 
and a mere fala instrument in Kerala. 


Mizhav 


_ The Mizhav is a big pot with a piece of leather stretched tight and 
tied across its mouth, Formerly, it used to be made of clay. The | 
present-day instruments are of copper. The ones at Trichur Temple 
are about 36” high and about 26” in diameter at the widest point. The 
neck protrudes some 5” from the body and the diameter of the neck 
is about 6”. The Mizhav is held in a vertical position in a stand. A 
seat is arranged for the Nambyar on top of the stand. The Mizhav 
is not played when verses or prose passages are recited by the actors, who 
give a signal for the Nambyar to stop playing before they start the 
vachikabhinaya. 


In its primitive form Mizhav is only one step higher than the 
Ghatam used in Karnatak music. It is played by beating on the leather 
surface with both the palms and the fingers. The Mizhav is the 
most important fala accompaniment in Kootiyattam. In a few temples 
in Madras State an identical or almost similar instrument is seen and is 
called Kota-Muzha. 


The Jatis for the various talas are played on the Mizhav for the danc- 
ing and the abhinaya of the actor. As the instrument has only a piece 
of leather stretched over the mouth of a pot and since it is played with 
the palms it may be considered that much tonal variation is not possible, 
but the possibilities of the tonal variation may be understood by the 
following vayathari (or solkettu or bols). 

Tharha Tharhim: Thaththa: Tha Thatha Tha Tha 

Tharhi Tharham: Tharhakim Tha Tha, 

Dhakkukum Dhakkukum Dhoram Dheram etc. 
Two instruments are used — one keeps time and the other plays the 
vinyasa. 


The mythology of the Mizhav is interesting. Kottiyattam itself 
is supposed to be a creation of Brahma, who took words from the Rig 
veda, abhinaya (dramatic expression) from the Yajur, the swarar (notes 
of music) fom Sama veda and the rasas (moods) from the Atharva veda. 
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The disciples of Bharata (author of Natyasastra) were perplexed as to 
what should be the instrument for Kootiyattam. They had a dream in 
which the Mizhav appeared. . 


The Mizhav has to be subjected to religious ceremonies like 
Jathakarma, Namakarana, etc., up to Upanayana. Only members of 
the Nambyar community can play on it and that, too, only at the time 
of performance. For practicing the talas some make-shift instru- 
ments are provided for the students. The Mizhav is placed in the 
Kuthapa Sthana of the Kootamballam (Theatre). The Mizhav is said to 
be a confirmed Bachelor (Nitya Brahma Chari), who studies Rigveda 
constantly and meditates on the Nadabrahama with pranava (OM). 
The Mizhav is used only in Kootiyattam and not for any other temple 
ritual or art. 


We shall now consider the talas of Kootiyattam. 
i ~ 7 x 
T PIAS RIAA 
afafracatetar: 


THIRST: «TR 
WHTU ARASAT: 
Fa RATT: 
wfaset tae: 
aeeratis = tart 
Wael zatgfa: 
arate sfasarar - 
fafer atraft aya: 
arerqenrtr Wath 
ad ard sfaftory 
Met Tet TITATAT 


e 
x 


TATEeTACaT 
aay are sHaIT 


DE 
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From these stanzas the importance given to tala may be guaged. 


' Since the Nambyar is seated behind the actor, he has to be well- 
versed in the art of Kootiyattam, if he is to play the appropriate jatis for 
the various talas to give proper effect to the abhinaya of the Chakyar. 
The following falas are usually used. 


1. Ekatala: Usually, 4 matras: similar to Ekatala of 
Karnatak music 

2. Dhruvatala: 14 matras: similar to Dhruvatala of Karnatak 
music. 

3. Triputatala: 7 matras: similar to Tisrajati Triputa of 
Karnatak music. 

4. Thampatala: 10 matras: similar to Jhampatala of Kamatak 
music. 

5- Chempatatala: 8 matras: similar to Jhompata or Adi tala 
of Karnatak music. 

6. Atanthatala: 14 matras: Ata tala of Karnatak music. 


As in the case of the ragas there are some verses prescribing a tala 
to be played for particular occasions. Some verses seem to be in- 
complete. Information other than that given in the veises are also 
given below: 


Ekatala 
ahroraaey 4 
uaaet fafrfeset 
firaqean 3 2aat: 


When the ragas Srikandhi, Thondu, Poranecr, Kaisiki, Indalam, 
Bhinnapanchaman and Dukkha Gandharan are used Ekatala is to be played. 
It is also used for Hasya Bibhatsa, for the Adbhuta rasa of Dheerodatta 
Characters. Ekatala of a different type is used when the Vidushakaka 
acts. It is also used for such dance bits known as Kundalamittn Mutichu 
Kottot. Kooti Chooluka. 


Dhruvatala 


TATE CTT, 


x X X X 


23 KOOTIYATTAM 


BRT 
yaaa: satiaa: 

When ragas Muddan Tarkan and Korakkurunji are used Dhruvatala 
is to be used. It is used in Adbhuta, Bhayanaka, Rakshasa — Sambhoga 
Sringara, Vipralambha, Sringara of Dheerodatta Characters. In Nitya 
Kriya Valiyakkitha, Valiya Keshadi Pada, Vattam Thattal etc. 


Thriputatala 
weay rat fagerq 
aargasat safer aera: 
Medium tempo Thriputa is used when Veladhyli is recited. ‘It is 


alo used in Bhayanaka, Yasiyasi Pullarikka, Matam Etukkuka, Parikraman, 
Arangu Perumattam: Perumpara Kottuka. ‘ 


fageatet CF RAG 

a facfararas: 
In Gattantari raga Triputa in slow tempo is to be used. It is also used 
in Krodha, Roudra — especially of Dheerodatta characters, in Jaathi, 
Kailasamitikkuka Sikharam Pottichu Eriyuka. . 


srerTat T Wear 
fagetfagat Hat 


When using Srikamara and Pourali, Triputa in fast tempo has to be used. 


wT Gale wed 
ya ala shag garg: 


In other dance bits Dhruvatala in fast or slow tempo has to be used. 
BRC ARCRALS| sqaarat facifaa: 
In Sri Rama’s Sambhoga Sringara slow tempo Dhruvatala 1s to be used. 


Jhampatala is used when Yougandharayana does Kangapatrathil Natakkuka, 
Also when Thatta is played. 


When a character acts that he hears what othes are saying Atan is used. 
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When Ghoshthi is played (before the start of the play to assemble the 


audience) Chempatatala is used. 


In a dance of Jatayu, Lakshmi tala (same as Lakshisa tala of Karnatak music) 
is played. Different talas according to circumstances have to be used 
for Nitya Kriya, Ther Perumattam, Pakshi Sthobham, Kalapurathu 
Natakkuka, Udghattanam ctc. . 


The old acharyas have however, given one relief to the perplexed 
player. When in doubt he can use the Ekatala (like Sarva Laghu of the ~ 


Mridanga player). 
wae Tafad 

This glorious art is facing total extinction. There are hardly four 
actors who can independently act and direct the plays. Junior actors 
may make up to another four. Though the Kerala Kalamandalam 
has started a course in Kootiyattam, there are only two students there 
for acting and none at all for playing the Mizhav. Due to the lack of 
training, which of course is due to lack of patronage a good actress 
(Nangyar) is hardly to be seen. Many Nangyars go off the tala while 
keeping time, making the work of the Chakyar all the more difficult. 
There are barely a couple of good Nambyars for playing the Mizhav. 
Some of the Nambyars make such a din while playing that one can 
hardly sit inside the theatre. 


For the proper preservation of available records and to give new 
life to the art, it is essential to take immediate steps to remedy conditions. 
It should not be left merely in the hands of traditional families or in 
those of amateurs. 
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